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This paper argues that Shirley Jackson uses the physical form generally and architectural 
features in particular of Hill House to illustrate the house as a constrictive domestic and maternal 
space in her 1958 novel The Haunting of Hill House. With the conventions of the gothic tradition 
as a backdrop, I place Jackson’s work within an American, mid-twentieth century context. Using 
the vocabulary and framework of Gaston Bachelard from The Poetics of Space, I push back 
against Bachelard’s depiction of these domestic and maternal spaces as primarily happy ones, 
showing how the female experience of domestic and maternal spaces of the time and place, as 
illustrated by Jackson’s description and use of the titular feature, is neither so simply positive nor 






In 1948, Shirley Jackson entered the hospital for the birth of her third child. When the 
desk clerk asked about her occupation, Jackson engaged in a telling dialogue: 
“Writer,” I said. 
“Housewife,” she said. 
“Writer,” I said. 
“I’ll just put down housewife,” she said (Life Among the Savages 65-66). 
At this moment, when Jackson might most have chosen to be identified as a housewife or 
mother, she instead chose to identify herself with the intellectual pursuit through which she 
supported herself and her family. Nevertheless, the faceless voice of medical bureaucracy briskly 
overrides her self-identification, and Jackson is reduced to her marital status and the domestic 
space she is presumed to manage. Throughout her life, Jackson’s creative writing career 
frequently took a back seat to the demands of her husband and children.1 
Scholarship on domesticity and domestic space in Jackson’s writings has explored the 
home’s tendency to cloister, even isolate, its inhabitants. As Dara Downey explains, Jackson’s 
work can be understood as “an attempt to solve the problem of enclosed domestic space, to 
negotiate its tendency to vacillate between functioning as a refuge or a prison” (290). In The 
Haunting of Hill House (1959), Jackson casts the house itself as both siren and parasite, 
entrapping protagonist Eleanor Vance and feeding upon her energies. The house’s predatory 
behaviors are entangled with familial bonds. The relationship between Eleanor and her mother is 
 
1Jackson’s relationship to motherhood, marriage and domesticity was ambivalent. She and Stanley Hyman “shared 
an intellectually rich marriage and warm family life, [but] he could be a domineering and sometimes unfaithful 
partner” (Franklin 5). Jackson reflected on her role as a faculty wife as one who “is presumed to have pressing and 
wholly absorbing interests at home, to which, when out, she is always anxious to return and, when at home, reluctant 
to leave” (Raising Demons, 147). Her four children demanded care and feeding of their own, but Jackson’s 
“devotion to her children coexists uneasily with her fear of losing herself in domesticity” (Franklin 9). Yet Jackson 
deeply valued Hyman’s critiques of her work and enjoyed hosting visitors in their house, even if the household did 
not adhere to conventionally accepted attitudes toward organization and cleanliness. Jackson also had a fraught 
relationship with her own mother, whose “criticism of her daughter—Shirley’s appearance (especially her weight), 





a “battleground in the struggle for autonomy… [from] her mother's consuming criticism, 
possessiveness, or withholding of love” (Rubenstein 309). Once Hill House steps into the 
vacuum left by her mother’s death, Eleanor is similarly possessed and consumed by the house. 
In writing the house as a character in its own right, Jackson draws on a rich tradition of 
Gothic imagery—a tradition that includes “the central character's troubled identification with her 
good/bad/dead/mad mother” (Rubenstein 312). In Eleanor’s case, however, this identification 
occurs when Hill House fills the vacated mother role. The Gothic house has always appeared as a 
looming, dark presence, almost alive. Besides Hill House itself, Eleanor’s shift into mental 
instability over the course of the novel echoes earlier narrative preoccupations with female 
madness. Jackson depicts Eleanor as a mentally “disintegrating protagonist” (Hattenhauer 159). 
What’s more, her will is gradually subsumed, “her own fragile self dissolving and fusing with 
the substance of Hill House” (Parks 25). In my reading, Eleanor is an adult who has rejected the 
kind of lives her mother and sister lead. She strikes out on her own trajectory, only to be caught 
in the web of Hill House’s malevolent angles. Her ultimate loss of mental and physical control 
comes not from some inherent feminine fragility but from the overwhelming power of her 
opponent. Hill House is alive and hungry and consuming its occupants, a grisly meal that begins 
with Eleanor’s will and ends with her body on the front drive.  
Jackson’s depiction of Hill House as a parasitic mother, one which feeds upon Eleanor, 
underscores the fraught relationship between modern women and conventional motherhood and 
domesticity. Such a pattern has understandably prompted scholars to pursue psycho-
biographical, psychoanalytic, and feminist readings of Jackson and her work, and these have 
resulted in a rich and lively conversation about Eleanor’s psychological and emotional strain. 





examine the house itself—its design, structure, and function—as an agent, even a character, in 
Jackson’s work. At the center of this consideration is Hill House’s relationship to Eleanor and 
her role as a woman in mid-twentieth-century America. In making this argument, I draw on the 
work of French philosopher Gaston Bachelard, a contemporary of Jackson’s and an influential 
theorist of the home and domestic space. In particular, this essay explores and, at times, 
challenges Bachelard’s suggestions that the house is a reflection of, and even extension of, the 
maternal body. 
Jackson’s novel dwells perpetually and, I would argue, strategically in the ambiguity 
between house as confinement and house as sanctuary. In his work The Poetics of Space, 
Bachelard briefly acknowledges the possibility of an unhappy house, but primarily views houses 
as “simple images of felicitous space” (xxxv). Bachelard’s one-dimensional approach to 
domestic spaces drew early criticism from feminist critics such as Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 
Gubar, who note the “extraordinary discrepancy between the almost consistently ‘felicitous 
space’ he discusses and the negative space” they encountered in their examination of nineteenth-
century literature by women (87-88). For Bachelard, they continue, “the protective asylum of the 
house is closely associated with its maternal features” (88). While Jackson’s depiction of Hill 
House is also clearly entangled with its maternal features, this maternality is not so simply 
positive. If Hill House is a mother, it is a diseased and malevolent one who, instead of nurturing 
its maturing children into agency and autonomy, feeds on them and then discards them. This 
predatory view of the house is completely absent from Bachelard’s benign use of domestic and 
maternal imagery. 
Central to Bachelard’s theories of domesticity is his persistent concern for the house as a 





in symmetry, creating a place of shelter and rest for mind and body. In his view the conventional, 
rectilinear structure of the home echoes the conventional structure of domesticity and 
motherhood. It exists unquestioned and undisturbed because Bachelard sees it as 
unproblematically normative; the house, family and broader domestic world as they ought to be 
arranged. In The Haunting of Hill House, however, Jackson illustrates the inverse of Bachelard’s 
happy, balanced dream home. In Bachelard, sleep is peaceful and restorative; in Jackson, it is 
interrupted and destructive. Hill House is not a shelter for dreams, but nightmares. It is more than 
an inanimate prison of domesticity and maternality; the house is a direct agent of Eleanor’s 
downfall. Actively malevolent and undeniably maternal, the house feeds on Eleanor, seizing 
control of her body over the course of the novel before casting her aside. 
 
Felicitous Spaces, Predatory Places 
Bachelard’s arguments in The Poetics of Space put the conventional views of domesticity 
and maternality in an architectural context. Bachelard assumes these conventional views as 
foundational to the home as an experienced space.  His theory of domestic space, particularly its 
gendered dimension, is typical of the widely-accepted views around domesticity and motherhood 
in the mid-twentieth century. Bachelard’s identification of the house with the maternal figure is 
not new. We also see, for example, the domestic angel of the Victorian era and other connections 
between building and woman examined by Gilbert and Gubar: “The female womb has certainly, 
always and everywhere, been a child’s first and most satisfying house…yet for many a woman 
writer these ancient associations of house and self seem mainly to have strengthened the anxiety 
about enclosure” (88). To become a house is to become inanimate, less than human to a certain 





another, and only as valuable as the life outside her own which she nurtures. What Bachelard 
adds to the conversation is an explicit, granular link between form and function—an exploration 
of the formal and structural features of the house and what it promises or offers, namely shelter 
and a nurturing presence. Bachelard postulates the house as a warm and nurturing space that 
shelters and protects childhood itself, and thus can be understood in terms of motherhood and 
domesticity. A woman, and by extension her body, is thus tied not only to the home but to a 
happy, nurturing home as well.  
In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard depicts domestic spaces as warm and nurturing. He 
describes the house and its aspects as “simple images of felicitous space” (xxxv). His (day)dream 
house is formed largely from the happy human memories of childhood homes. Although 
Bachelard acknowledges the existence of unhappy childhoods and thus unhappy homes, he 
chooses to focus on happy ones. In Bachelard’s view, humans construct the idea of the nurturing, 
sheltering house from their childhood experiences. This primitive childhood experience (which 
Bachelard assumes is shared across most of humanity) is why, in his theory, literary images of 
houses and homes both resonate so deeply and convey an emotional mood or setting by invoking 
these supposedly common and felicitous experiences of spaces. “Life,” Bachelard writes, “begins 
well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm in the bosom of the house” (7). It is impossible to 
read this sentence and not think of the house as a womb holding and sheltering the child before 
they leave for the wider world. Coupled with the word “bosom,” Bachelard firmly positions the 
house as a mother, a nurturing and protective one. “If I were asked,” writes Bachelard, “to name 
the chief benefit of the house, I should say: the house shelters the daydreaming, the house 
protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace” (6). This reading of the house as 





subconscious, may rest from whatever troubles it in the wider world. Given Bachelard’s use of 
the imagery of childhood, it also suggests that the house has a role in forming the mind or 
subconscious, setting it up on a path toward healthy adulthood. 
A primary way in which Bachelard’s house protects the dream and dreamer is through its 
corners and angles. For Bachelard, “every corner in a house, every angle in a room, every inch of 
secluded space in which we like to hide, or withdraw into ourselves, is a symbol of solitude for 
the imagination” (136). The angle/corner is a “negation of the Universe”, a set of boundaries 
which separate out the particular individual from the overwhelming reality of everything 
contained in that universe. Although literally also a shelter from the elements, the house and each 
of its component parts also serve to shelter the human mind, giving its imagination a safe place 
to withdraw into itself. The house and each of its parts, its rooms and angles and corners, are 
shelter both literal and, more importantly to Bachelard, mental. This shelter provides both rest 
and a proper environment for maturity. If this is the case, however, than a wrong angle is also a 
wrong shelter.  
The house in this view is a background element, an inanimate secondary consideration in 
narrative importance. It is not alive and does not have its own will or intentions. It is built by 
humans and whatever rightness or wrongness its angles may contain comes from the intentions 
of its human creators. Bachelard’s house is always and only defined in terms easily graspable by 
the human reader’s mind. His house is reducible to a rational, familiar explanation. For 
Bachelard, “the endless void of dark space is nothing less than the warm enclosure of the primal 
breast” (Trigg 113). But this reading ignores the possibility of something existing in the 
prehuman before. The dark warmth of the womb’s shelter is one possibility; the cold dark threat 





illustrates, however, some houses contain a malevolence which arises from a nonhuman source 
which threatens harm to the humans who encounter it. As Eleanor observes, Hill House invokes 
an atavistic response, but it is not a felicitous one. 
In contrast to Bachelard, Jackson presents a deeply ambivalent exploration of a woman’s 
relationship to both domestic spaces and motherhood. She uses the same language of corners and 
lines, but hers are irrefutably askew. Jackson writes in a similar vein to Bachelard, but her 
language and her angles do not protect. Hill House is a dream house, albeit not the happy one 
Bachelard depicts. Its angles are unsettling in the extreme. While it is a collection of images just 
as simple as Bachelard’s—doors, windows, roofs—Hill House is, instead, a deeply infelicitous 
space. The doors do not stay open, the windows are off-center, the stairs are deceptively 
unsteady underfoot, and the roof meets the sky obliquely. Jackson returns to wrong angles to 
describe Hill House’s overarching wrongness. This, too, is a point of departure from Bachelard’s 
house. Where Bachelard’s corners provide a miniature version of the larger house’s shelter and a 
space for repose and reflection, Hill House’s corners perpetuate the same wrongness that exists 
in the bigger structure. What peace and repose can you find in a wrong angle and corner that 
provides no shelter and peace? Hill House’s malignity creeps into every corner. By dwelling on 
the corruption present in Hill House’s askew lines, Jackson draws attention to the ways in which 
domestic spaces and maternal roles can similarly warp the women who do not wish to conform 
to the conventions of those spaces and roles. 
 
Hill House’s “Badly Turned Angles” 
Eleanor’s first glimpse of Hill House presents the fundamental conflict of the novel, 





face, as if known adversaries: “The face of Hill House seemed to be awake, with a watchfulness 
from the blank windows and a touch of glee in the eyebrow of a cornice” (34). Jackson continues 
in this vein throughout, giving Hill House an anthropomorphism which her sister Carrie’s 
dwelling lacks. Hill House has a face and an eyebrow and other less physical traits, watchfulness 
and glee, which are generally associated with sentient beings. The house is alive and the house 
is—or has—just as much of a body as Eleanor. Throughout the confrontation between Eleanor 
and Hill House, Jackson describes the building as though it were a person, setting up the 
possibility of living houses with a range of moralities. Other houses might display their 
personalities at odd angles or unexpectedly, indirectly and benevolently, and “can catch up a 
beholder with a sense of fellowship”; not so Hill House, which “arrogant and hating, never off 
guard, can only be evil” (34). Although other houses hint at their personhood and personality 
momentarily and indirectly, Hill House directly confronts the human gaze with its unequivocal 
badness and wrongness.  
The precise seat of the house’s badness or wrongness, however, is not clear because “no 
human eye can isolate the unhappy coincidence of line and place which suggests evil in the face 
of a house” (34). In Hill House, it is some combination of “maniac juxtaposition, a badly turned 
angle, some chance meeting of roof and sky” (34). Together, these parts create a sum beyond 
their individual imbalances, “all the small aberrations adding up to a rather large distortion.” 
(Parks 24-25). Eleanor says the house catches her “with an atavistic turn in the pit of the 
stomach” (35), suggesting that she feels the house’s evil in a way which cannot be consciously 
articulated or rationalized. In this case, she senses the badness on a primal level, perhaps one of 
instinctual animal preservation, as modern humans fear the dark without being able to 





inexplicable because the humans in the story know when and how it was built—by other humans 
no less—within the previous century. 
This description of Hill House’s origin contrasts with Eleanor’s passivity prior to her 
flight from her sister. The immovable object of Hill House’s visage arrests Eleanor’s forward 
momentum abruptly: as Eleanor comes into view of the house, she “moving without thought, 
pressed her foot on the brake to stall the car and sat, staring” (33). This illustrates Eleanor’s 
passive tendencies in two ways, both in how Jackson describes the halting of the car and the 
literal cessation of forward movement. Eleanor does not consciously choose to stop the car (a 
direct and simple description), but instead, without thought, presses her foot, which activates the 
brakes, in turn stalling the car. She has come to a literal halt but not because she herself has 
deliberately chosen to do so. Hill House and whatever evil Eleanor discerns in its face has 
stopped her in her tracks. 
Where Eleanor has been largely passive, Hill House is active—plainly, overtly, 
maliciously active. Hill House is her opposite, even creating itself by twisting the actions of its 
human constructors to its own ends. Although Eleanor is free to physically move, supposedly 
under her own power, she has up to this point lacked a strong will or desire to do so. Hill House, 
physically incapable of moving, nevertheless exerts its will to achieve its desires. Even while it is 
under construction, and thus in a state of proto-existence, Hill House “seemed somehow to have 
formed itself, flying together into its own powerful pattern under the hands of its builders, fitting 
itself into its own construction of lines and angles” (34). The conventional lineage of a house 
begins with an architect who creates a plan, which is then executed by builders and carpenters. 
Hill House disrupts this pattern. Hill House is its own architect, drawing the materials of its 





they are tools the house uses for its own ends. Hill House has itself drafted and erected the 
ineffably bad lines and angles which turn Eleanor’s stomach. Human actors barely rate a mention 
in the house’s origin story, and when they do, they are little more than puppets of the house 
itself. 
Whatever this evil of Hill House’s structure is precisely, it plainly seeks to consume those 
it encounters. When Hill House first greets Eleanor, the narrator explains that “exorcism cannot 
alter the countenance of a house; Hill House would stay as it was until it was destroyed” (35). 
Exorcism is the process of expelling or removing malevolent forces from the people or places 
they have possessed; it does not physically alter faces. By equating the countenance of Hill 
House with its malevolence, however, the narrator identifies the physical structure of the house 
as the source of its badness. It is not an entity external to the house, but the combination of its 
parts which together create its sentient evil. After a particularly disturbing night, Eleanor 
describes the underlying intention of Hill House: “The sense was that it wanted to consume us, 
take us into itself, make us a part of the house” (139). Later, Eleanor will recognize herself as the 
specific target of Hill House. Gathered in Dr. Montague’s room at night nearing the end of the 
novel, Eleanor candidly admits her fracturing identity to the others: “I am disappearing inch by 
inch into this house” (201), pulled into the house’s embrace bit by bit in an inversion of 
childbirth. If Hill House is a mother, it is one who absorbs life instead of bringing it forth. As the 
house shakes, Eleanor vows, “I will relinquish my possession of this self of mine, abdicate, give 
over willingly what I never wanted at all; whatever it wants of me it can have” (204). As soon as 
Eleanor vows her submission, saying out loud “I’ll come” (204), the violent tremors of the house 
cease. As she earlier submitted herself and her life to her mother’s service, Eleanor now 





And possess her it does. The next night Eleanor roams about the house, banging on doors, 
destroying possessions left about and causing havoc for the other members of her party. During 
her peregrinations she notes that she “can feel the whole house” (229), even hearing 
conversations in distant rooms. She dances around the building as Hill House had previously 
danced for its residents. She speaks with Hill House and laughs at them: “What fools they are, 
she thought; we trick them so easily. They are so slow, and so deaf and so heavy” (230). Eleanor 
perceives and views the others as Hill House does, seeing its rooms all at once while the humans 
can only exist in one room at a time. As her mind merges more fully with the house, she seems to 
shed her corporal reality with its human limitations. “Her surrender to the house expands her 
whole sensorium” (Shotwell 137), and she easily evades pursuit. “I have broken the spell of Hill 
House and somehow come inside. I am home, she thought, and stopped in wonder at the thought. 
I am home, I am home…Time is ended now” (232). Eleanor describes becoming one with Hill 
House as a kind of homecoming which she never experienced in her sister’s dwelling, and she 
ends with a declaration of the same kind of existence outside of time as Hill House itself seems 
to have. Ultimately, she enters the tower library despite its “odor of decay, which nauseated her” 
(228) and attempts to climb the stair to the balcony from which a previous resident hanged 
herself. Without the other’s intervention, Eleanor seems likely to have followed that example. 
The close of the novel underscores the ways in which Eleanor has fallen under the sway 
of Hill House. As Eleanor’s foot earlier pressed on the brake of her car, here “with what she 
perceived as a quick cleverness, she pressed her foot down hard on the accelerator” (245). But 
Eleanor’s perception of both her cleverness and of who is controlling her actions is muddied. 
Eleanor asserts two things as drives the car away from Hill House. First, she triumphantly 





really really doing it by myself” (245). Here, she stresses her own agency and that this moment 
of agency has been a long time coming. The repetition of the word ‘really’ reads as a chanted 
invocation, attempting to make this assertion a reality. Secondly, she questions, just as she 
hurtles into the great tree at the edge of the drive, “Why am I doing this? Why am I doing this? 
Why don’t they stop me?” (245). Here, the stress underlines the question of motivation—if 
Eleanor were really doing it herself, uninfluenced by Hill House, wouldn’t she know why? 
Again, she looks to an external force to halt her flight away from the house down the line of the 
drive. Her first declaration could be read as wonderment at finally taking action, or gleeful 
exultation in both taking action and doing it herself. It also, however, carries a suggestion of 
attempted self-reassurance, as though Eleanor suspected she wasn’t actually in control of her 
own actions and was trying to convince herself she was. That dissolves a paragraph later into a 
series of questions about motivation and a desire for someone else to stop her from acting. Has 
Eleanor acted on her own here and not, perhaps, on the prompting of Hill House? Does Hill 
House belong to Eleanor or Eleanor to Hill House? The line between building and human has 
been perilously thin throughout the book. With her presumed death in a car crash at the 
culmination of the novel, Hill House has used and discarded yet another human.2  To what 
purpose? We do not know. Hill House remains as inscrutable here to human understanding, 
“without concession to humanity” (35), as when Jackson first unveiled it to her readers. There is 
something terribly inhuman and monstrous about Hill House, much as the walls of Eleanor’s 
bedroom there stretch either just beyond human comprehension or fall just short of it. As with 
the house overall, the individual parts of Eleanor’s bedroom echo individually the badness of the 
room—and house—as a whole. 
 
2 Although, as Jackson so frequently does in her writing, little information is explicitly confirmed; the narrator never 





Eleanor’s inability to successfully break away from Hill House and move on also echoes 
the structure of the novel’s opening and closing paragraphs. The passage at the end is almost 
exactly the same as at the beginning of the story; the novel ends where it began, references to 
dreaming katydids and larks aside. Hill House and its bad angles have put a roadblock on 
Eleanor’s forward momentum, both literally within the events of the story and narratively in the 
arc of the novel’s action. Eleanor dies almost entirely unchanged from the beginning of the story. 
What makes the closing section particularly interesting is the fact that it suggests (coupled with 
intermediate passages which discuss the experience of other Hill House residents) that Hill 
House will continue this pattern of behavior as long as it stands. Hill House “had stood for eighty 
years and might stand for eighty more” (246), stretching just beyond the Bible’s apportioned 
three score and ten span of years for a human life3. Hill House, it seems, will outlast all human 
occupants. The equal measure on either side also suggests a line extending into the misty 
temporal distance on either end of its span, with the action of the novel standing as an almost 
arbitrary point in the middle. It suggests that the house might have always existed in this mode 
and will continue to do so long after the characters have departed. It is both a circle and a line 
extending out indistinguishably back into the past and forward into the future. And, if such 
normal, harmless things as katydids and larks must dream and not exist under conditions of 
absolute reality, is not the inference that Hill House, not sane, is full of nightmares instead? 
 
Maternal Spaces, Maternal Structures 
Hill House is not only a malevolent domestic space attempting to wrest control of 
Eleanor’s mind to its own ends; it is also a mother who gathers metaphorical offspring to itself, 
 
3 “The days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, yet is 





clutches them tightly and won’t allow them to leave to pursue their own lives. In contrast to 
Jackson’s descriptions of Hill House, Bachelard talked about his houses using positive maternal 
terms and imagery; he referenced their nurturing abilities. Jackson, however, describes Hill 
House using related albeit inverted imagery. Its architecture and structure call to mind the 
maternal, with “its basic structure…laid out in concentric circles, surrounded by other rooms—a 
‘mother house’” (Parks 25), a hen surrounded by her chicks. Dr. Montague observes that the 
empty nursery is guarded by a wall of frigid chill and thus must be “the heart of the house” 
(119). The library, also chilled, exudes an “air of mold and earth” (103) which reminds Eleanor 
of her mother and prevents her from entering. But where Bachelard’s house is a maternal shelter 
protecting its inhabitants/offspring within, Hill House centers and protects itself at the expense of 
its offspring. And so Hill House knocks at the walls of Eleanor’s bedroom as her mother once 
knocked on the walls of their shared apartment, both summoning and taunting her. Words also 
appear on the walls of the house: “HELP ELEANOR COME HOME ELEANOR” (155), an 
imperative demand of duty and return to the domestic sphere. 
At the beginning of the novel, Eleanor attempts to flee motherhood and domesticity, but 
Hill House ensnares her in its inverted maternality. At the beginning of the novel, the narrator 
tells us that “the only person in the world that she genuinely hated, now that her mother was 
dead, was her sister” (6). These two female characters represent the two aspects of conventional 
femininity open to Eleanor at the time, motherhood and tidy, rigid domesticity. In leaving, 
Eleanor rejects this conventional life with its husband, child, vacation and car kept in a city 
garage. In her fantasies driving away from the city, she speaks of potential thrills: “Perhaps Hill 
House has a tower, or a secret chamber, or even a passageway…probably used by smugglers”, 





doesn’t mention children, and it appears she intends to embark on a life untethered to the 
domestic and maternal of her sister and her mother. In reaching Hill House, Eleanor’s progress 
toward that vision is deflected back into these spheres, albeit their nightmare incarnations. 
Eleanor has been held in stasis by her devotion to her mother; now she begins moving 
forward, only to again collide with and be held back by a badly-angled wall of maternal 
domesticity which prevents forward motion. In the general progression of humanity, mothers 
give birth to and raise children, and a great number of those children will go on to mature and 
become mothers themselves. While Eleanor’s sister Carrie has joined this line of mothers, 
Eleanor has not, first because she was too busy caring for her own ill mother and then seemingly 
from her own choice setting off on a tangent to this stereotypical mid-century trajectory. She 
wants adventure, and the various fantasies she entertains while driving toward Hill House do not 
include marriage or children. 
Although she dies before The Haunting of Hill House begins, Eleanor’s mother remains 
dominant in her absence. This “absence becomes a haunting presence that bears directly on the 
daughter's difficult struggle to achieve selfhood” (Rubenstein 311). Hill House, with its 
knocking, has latched onto Eleanor’s previous life with her mother and keeps bringing her to 
Eleanor’s mind. The house and the mother it continuously evokes stand between Eleanor and the 
life she wishes to live. Toward the end of the novel, Eleanor reminisces about her mother’s 
death, and her uncertain recall of the night in question illustrates the ways in which her mother 
continues to dominate her life even from beyond the grave:  
‘It was my fault my mother died,’ Eleanor said. ‘She knocked on the wall 
and called me and called me and I never woke up. I ought to have brought her the 





up….I’ve wondered ever since if I did wake up. If I did wake up and hear her, and 
if I just went back to sleep. It would have been easy, and I’ve wondered about it’ 
(212). 
Eleanor is unable to distinguish how her body reacted to her mother’s knocking, awake or still 
sleeping. She remains uncertain about what happened, as though she were not in control of her 
body, as is the case throughout much of the end of the novel. Eleanor verbally chases herself in 
circles contemplating what might or might not have happened. How could she have known that 
her mother called for her and knocked on the wall unless she were awake to hear it? These 
questions didn’t come up at all during her initial drive toward Hill House, and it is only after 
lingering in Hill House’s warped atmosphere that she begins to question her initial, 
straightforward recollection of that night. The house has deflected her into a closed loop, futilely 




Eleanor’s futile attempts to flee from motherhood and escape domesticity parallel 
Jackson’s troubled relationship with her own mother and mid-century domestic expectations for 
women. Jackson’s depiction of the negative, parasitic qualities of motherhood and domesticity in 
this context create an antagonist against whom Eleanor is ultimately powerless. Leaving her 
sister’s house, Eleanor fantasized of adventure—her “cup full of stars” (21) and smugglers’ 
secret passages. What she found instead was an ancient evil existing on its own timeline which 
sought out her weak places and turned them to its own ends. Jackson uses Eleanor’s inability to 





that domestic spaces actively and passively thwart these pathways and obstruct these lines. 
Jackson urges readers to reconsider the domestic space and conventional roles offered to women, 
not just in the mid-twentieth century, but throughout large periods of history. The apparently 
warm, sheltering space imagined by Bachelard functions much more malevolently in Jackson’s 
world. The house isn’t merely boring or restrictive (other, earlier female authors also cast 
domestic spaces and maternal roles in those lights), but actively alive and evil. Hill House seizes 
control of Eleanor’s mind, eventually destroying her. Even those women who, like Jackson, love 
their families might validly fear the loss of intellectual life and mental capacity to the small 
sphere of conventional domesticity and motherhood. 
The book ends almost exactly where it began—Hill House is unchanged but Eleanor is 
not. In the opening chapter, Eleanor first broke out of the small confines of her former life and 
the conventionally happy domesticity of her sister as mother and wife. She chose to run off at a 
tangent to that circumscribed life—what could have perhaps marked the start of a triumphant 
story of her own self-creation—but could not, ultimately, escape it. The countenance of Hill 
House stops her in her tracks with its bad angles and indescribable wrongness. The house steps 
into the arc of her narrative, interrupting it and bending it toward its own, unknown ends. 
Eleanor is left in the one crashing, unending second before her death, and whatever walks in Hill 
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